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METHODS AND SYSTEMS FOR MEASURING
I/O SIGNALS

BACKGROUND

Safety engineering 1s a growing field 1n which engineers
use redundancy techniques 1n order to mitigate adverse con-
sequences 1f an error occurs. For example, space vehicles and
many aircraft include redundant systems so that if an engine
control component fails during flight, for example, another
engine control component can be activated to allow the air-
craft to land safely.

In a similar regard, timed input/output (I/O) signals in
safety conscious systems can be generated and then subse-
quently checked to ensure they were actually delivered cor-
rectly. This can be usetul 1n any number of applications. For
example, 1n an automotive system, 1f an output drive signal
(e.g., sparkplug signal from an engine controller) 1s provided
to an automobile’s engine, a feedback signal (which 1s
derived from the output drive signal that was actually deliv-
ered to the engine) can be compared with the original output
drive signal to determine whether the output drive signal was,
in fact, delivered correctly. Thus, 11 there 1s a “bad” connec-
tion between the engine controller and the engine 1tself (or it
some other error event occurs), a comparison of the original
drive signal and the feedback signal can detect this error,
thereby allowing a control system to notily the driver, for
example, by 1lluminating a “check engine” light on the driv-
er’s dashboard. In this way, a driver can be informed that an
engine problem (e.g., a sparkplug misfire) has occurred, and
can then get the vehicle serviced to remedy any correspond-
ing problems.

Although conventional timed I/0O techniques are suificient
in some instances, the mnventors have appreciated that they are
less than 1deal 1n many cases. For instance, 1in previous timed
I/0O solutions, software in the form of an interrupt service
routine (ISR) compares the output drive signal and feedback
signal at each and every edge of the output drive signal.
Because the ISR 1s carried out for each and every edge of the
output drive signal, the repeated ISRs represent a significant
load on the system’s microprocessor. As such, the inventors
have appreciated that ISRs create a processing bottleneck for

many existing control systems. Because of this, the inventors
have devised improved techniques for generating and mea-

suring timed I/O signals.

DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 1s a block diagram 1llustrating an I/O comparison
unit in accordance with some embodiments.

FIGS. 2-4 illustrate block diagrams of embedded system
configurations i1n accordance with some embodiments,
wherein each embedded system configuration includes an I/O
comparison unit.

FIG. 5 1s a flow chart depicting a method in which integra-
tion 1s used 1n accordance with some embodiments.

FIGS. 6 A-6B show example wavelorms to illustrate FIG.
5’s tlowchart.

FI1G. 7 1s a flow chart depicting a method 1n which a mini-
mum time window as measured from a rising or falling edge
1s utilized 1n accordance with some embodiments.

FIG. 8 shows some example wavetorms to illustrate FIG.
7’s tlowchart.

FI1G. 9 1s a flow chart depicting a method 1n which a maxi-
mum time window as measured from a rising or falling edge
1s utilized in accordance with some embodiments.
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FIG. 10 shows some example wavetorms to illustrate FI1G.
9’s tlowchart.

FIG. 11 1s a flow chart depicting a method 1n which an I/O
signal and reference signal are compared using a time win-
dow as measured from a rising or falling edge 1n accordance

with some embodiments.
FIG. 12 shows some example wavetorms to illustrate FI1G.

11°s tlowchart.
FIG. 13 1s a diagram illustrating an I/O comparison unit.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

The claimed subject matter 1s now described with reference
to the drawings, wherein like reference numerals are used to
refer to like elements throughout. In the following descrip-
tion, for purposes of explanation, numerous specific details
are set forth 1n order to provide a thorough understanding of
the claimed subject matter. It may be evident, however, that
the claimed subject matter may be practiced without these
specific details.

Some embodiments of the present disclosure relate to an
I/O comparison unit for measuring I/0 signals. The I/O com-
parison unit 1s implemented as a hardware module within an
embedded system, such as an automotive or industrial sys-
tem, and monitors timed I/0 signals for errors. Whereas some
previous solutions processed an interrupt on each and every
output signal edge (which, as appreciated by the inventors,
acts as a processing “bottleneck™ in many regards), the mnven-
tive I/O comparison unit can monitor timed I/O signals 1n a
relatively autonomous manner, and assert an interrupt only
when the /O comparison unit detects an error in the 1I/O
signals. This can result 1n a reduction 1n the amount of inter-
rupt processing, relative to previous solutions.

Among other things, this reduction in interrupt processing
allows the system to increase the frequency of the timed I/O
signals (e.g., because the spacing between edges for the sig-
nals can now be more closely spaced without overloading the
processor). In automotive applications, this frequency
increase can “smooth” out an engine drive signal and allows
cach pulse of the drive signal to deliver less power to the
motor than previous implementations. By using slightly less
power with each pulse to the motor, lower power devices can
be used 1n the vehicle, which can potentially increase the
number of miles per gallon achieved in electric and hybnd
cars for example, as well as providing other benefits in cars
and/or other systems.

Referring now to FIG. 1, one can see an I/O comparison
unit 100 1 accordance with some embodiments. The I/O
comparison unit 100 includes analysis circuitry 102, a bank of
registers 104, and a history buifer 106, and 1s part of an
embedded system 108, which includes a memory unit 110, a
processing unit 112, and an I/O interface 114. A control bus
116 and data bus 118 operably couple these components,
however, 1t will be appreciated that the illustrated bus con-
figuration 1s merely an example bus configuration and any
number of other bus configurations are contemplated as fall-
ing within the scope of this disclosure. In some implementa-
tions the entire embedded system 108 1s formed on a single
integrated circuit, although the embedded system 108 can
also be distributed among several different integrated circuits
as well.

During operation, the memory unit 110 stores a number of
operating 1nstructions (e.g., software or firmware instruc-
tions), which are retrieved and executed by the processing
unit 112. These mstructions can cause the processing unit 112
(or some other component) to write to the bank of registers
104, thereby causing the analysis circuitry 102 to monitor an
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I/0 signal 120 on the I/O interface 114. Based on whether the
I/0 signal 120 has a predetermined relationship with a refer-
ence signal 122, the I/O comparison unit 100 selectively
asserts an error signal 124, such as an interrupt.

Typically, an unexpected event (e.g., an alpha-particle
striking the comparison unit 100, a loose connection, or a
faulty transistor) can cause an unexpected change in the I/O
signal 120 and/or reference signal 122. Under normal opera-
tion, the I/O signal 120 and reference signal 122 exhibit a
predetermined relationship, however, in the wake of the unex-
pected event the predetermined relationship no longer holds
true. Thus, based on whether the predetermined relationship
1s met, the analysis circuitry 102 can trigger the error signal
124 so suitable corrective action can be taken.

In some embodiments, rather than asserting the error signal
124 for each unexpected event, the history buifer 106 can
store a number of comparisons (e.g., corresponding to a num-
ber of unexpected events/errors) for further analysis. The
analysis circuitry 102 can then examine the number of unex-
pected events/errors within a given time interval or within a
given number ol comparisons. In this way, the error signal
124 can also be asserted based on an analysis of a number of
unexpected events and relationships therebetween, rather
than simply based on the occurrence of a single unexpected
event.

Several more detailled methods for signal comparison are
discussed further herein with regards to FIGS. 5-11. How-
ever, before discussing these more detailed methods, several
different embedded system configurations that include an I/0
comparison unit (e.g., I/O comparison unit 100 of FIG. 1) are
described with regards to FIGS. 2-4. As will be appreciated 1in
more detail below, in each of these configurations the 1/0O
comparison unit 1s coupled to first and second wavetform
generators that generate first and second time-varying wave-
forms, respectively. The I/O comparison unit selectively
asserts an error signal based on whether the first and second
wavelorms exhibit a predetermined relationship therebe-
tween. Although each of these embedded system configura-
tions typically includes a processing unit and memory unit
(e.g.,as shownin FI1G. 1), these components are omitted from
FIGS. 2-4 for purposes of clarity. In addition, 1t will be appre-
ciated that the first and second wavetorms and I/O and refer-
ence signals can be interchanged 1n a variety of ways other
than those 1llustrated.

FI1G. 2’s embedded system 200 includes an IO comparison
unit 202 that compares an 1/0 signal 204 from a {irst signal
generator 206 with a reference signal 208 from a second
signal generator 210. Based on this comparison, the I/O com-
parison umt 202 selectively asserts an error signal 212, which
can manifest itself as an interrupt on line 214 so actions can be
taken to remedy any detected error. In the illustrated embodi-
ment, several of illustrated components are formed on an
integrated circuit (I1C) 213, while others (e.g., driver 216 and
load 218) are external to the IC and coupled thereto via an I/0
interface 220 that includes a number of external 1C pins 222.

More particularly, the first signal generator 206 1includes a
microprocessor (not shown) that programs a first timer unit
224 to provide a command si1gnal 226 to a first I/O logic block
228. Based on the command signal 226, the first I/O logic
block 228 generates an output drive signal 230 (e.g., a pulse-
width modulated signal), which 1s then provided to the driver
216. A first time-varying wavelorm 232, which 1s indicative
of the drive signal provided by the driver 216, 1s then recerved
at a second I/O logic block 234. Based on the first time-
varying wavetorm 232, the second 1/0O logic block 234 pro-
vides the I/0 signal 204, which 1s recerved by the I/O com-
parison unit 202.
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The I/O comparison unit 202 then compares the I/0 signal
204 to the reference signal 208, which may also be referred to
as a second time-varying waveform. The second time-varying
wavelorm 1s expected to be the shaped similarly to the first
time-varying waveform 232 within some tolerable delay at
the wavetform edges, but can differ from the first time-varying
wavelorm 1n the case of an unexpected event (e.g., alpha
particle or “bad” connection). If the I/O signal 204 and ref-
erence signal 208 differ according to some predetermined
relationship, the I/O comparison unit 202 selectively asserts
the error signal 212. In some instances the error signal 212 can
be used to disable the driver 216, while in other embodiments
more passive remedies are taken (e.g., the error signal 1s used
to activate an audio or visual warning signal).

In some implementations, an error signal 1s used to gener-
ate an interrupt provided on a dedicated interrupt line. If
present, this interrupt line can be coupled to the processing
unit (e.g., processing unit 112 1in FIG. 1), or can be provided
to an external IC pin 222. Because the external IC pin can be
monitored by an external circuit, such a configuration allows
the error signal to be processed even 11 an on-chip processing
unit (e.g., processing unit 112 in FI1G. 1) 1s busy or unavailable
to process the error signal.

Although an illustrative I/O signal 204 and reference signal
208 have been described above, 1t will be appreciated that the
I/O signal and reference signal can be taken from other parts
of the embedded system in other implementations. For
example, rather than the I/O signal 204 being based on a
signal downstream of the load (signal 232), the I/O signal 204
can be based on the signal expected to be delivered to the load
(e.g., signal 234 or some other signal upstream of the load
218). Also, although the 1llustrated reference signal 208 has
been discussed as being provided by a timer module, the
reference signal could also be the drive signal or some other
signal upstream of the I/0 signal (e.g., as shown by line 236).
In such a case, the I/O comparison unit can measure a signal
expected to be delivered to the load (e.g., on line 236) with a
signal actually delivered to the load (e.g., 232). Other varia-
tions are also contemplated as falling within the scope of this
disclosure.

FIG. 3 shows another embedded system configuration 300,
wherein the first signal generator 302 includes a wheel sensor
304 that generates a first time-varying waveform 306 based
on a characteristic of the wheel 308 (e.g., wheel speed). The
second signal generator 310 1n this embodiment 1s again
located on an IC 312 that includes the comparison unit 314,
and 1ncludes a timer unit, which 1s programmed to deliver the
reference signal 316 according to some programmed values.

FIG. 4 shows still another embedded system configuration
400 where the first and second signal generators (402, 404,
respectively) comprise first and second wheel sensors (406,
408, respectively). In this example, the first signal generator
402 delivers a first wavetorm 410, which 1s for example
indicative of the speed of the wheel 412, to the first I/O logic
block 414. The first I/O logic block 414, i turn, delivers a
corresponding I/O signal 416 to the I/O comparison unit 418.
The second signal generator 404 delivers a second wavetorm
420, which 1s also for example indicative of the speed of the
wheel 412, to a second 1I/O logic block 422. The second 1/O
logic block 422 delivers a corresponding reference signal 424
to the I/O comparison unit 418. Under normal conditions,
corresponding edges of the I/O signal 416 and reference
signal 424 are within some predetermined tolerance, and no
error signal 1s generated. In such an instance, the I/O com-
parison unit 418 continues to monitor the wavetorms without
generating an iterrupt, thereby reducing interrupt processing
relative to previous solutions where an interrupt was gener-
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ated on each and every wavetorm pulse. By contrast, 1f the I/O
signal 416 and reference signal 424 differ according to some
predetermined relationship, an error signal 426 and corre-
sponding interrupt request 1s asserted.

FIGS. 5-12 show various methods in accordance with
some embodiments. While these methods are illustrated and
described below as a series of acts or events, the present
disclosure 1s not limited by the illustrated ordering of such
acts or events. The same 1s true for other methods disclosed
herein. For example, some acts may occur 1n diflerent orders
and/or concurrently with other acts or events apart from those
illustrated and/or described herein. In addition, not all 1llus-
trated acts are required and the wavetorm shapes are merely
illustrative and other waveforms may vary significantly from
those illustrated. Further, one or more of the acts depicted
herein may be carried out in one or more separate acts or
phases. It will be appreciated that the embedded systems
described above with respect to FIGS. 1-4 can include suit-
able hardware and/or software to implement these methods.

FIGS. 5-6 relate to timed I/O measurement techniques that
utilize integration to determine whether an error has occurred.
FIG. § shows a methodology 500 1n flowchart format, while
FIG. 6 shows an example wavelorm consistent with FIG. 5’s
methodology.

After setting an mnitial integrator value 1 502, FIG. 5’s
method starts at 504 when voltage and/or current levels of an
I/0 signal and a reference signal are monitored.

At 506, the method takes a difference between the voltage
or current level of the 1/0 signal and the voltage or current
level of the reference signal. The difference 1s taken at a
number of different times that are spread over a time period.

At 508, the method integrates the differences between the
I/0 signal and the reference signal over the time period.

At 510, the method determines whether the integrated dif-
terence exceeds an upper integration threshold. If not (“NO”
at 510), the method continues to block 512 and determines
whether the integrated difference exceeds a lower integration
threshold. IT not (“NO” at 512), the method assumes no errors
are present and continues processing the signals as shown 1n
blocks 502-506.

However, 11 the integrated difference exceeds the upper
integration threshold (“YES” at 508) or falls below the lower
integration threshold (*NO” at 510), the method stores an
error event and corresponding timestamp 1n the history buifer
in block 514.

In 516, the method then analyzes the pattern of error events
to determine whether a true error condition 1s present. For
example, 1n some embodiments the timestamps ol error
events can be analyzed relative to other error event times-
tamps and an interrupt 1s only asserted 1if these errors are
collectively indicative of a repairable error condition (e.g., a
“bad” electrical connection or faulty transistor, which can be
repaired and prevented 1n the future). In contrast, if the times-
tamps indicate the errors are random (e.g., due to alpha par-
ticles) the method may assign a different priority level to the
error event, indicating that the error event 1s likely not repair-
able or preventable.

If a repairable or preventable error 1s detected, an interrupt
request 15 generated by the I/O comparison unit at 518.
Appropriate remedial action can be taken by a processor, for
example, upon receipt of the iterrupt.

FIGS. 6 A-6B shows a series of example wavelorms con-
sistent with FIG. 5’°s methodology 500. As will be appreciated
in more detail below, FIG. 6 A-6B are discussed below with
regards to FIG. 2’s embodiment, wherein the 1/0 signal 602
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and reference signal 604, respectively in FIG. 6; correspond
to I/0O signal 204/234 and reference signal 236, respectively
of FIG. 2.

As shown 1n FIG. 6 A-6B, the method takes a difference
between the I/0 signal 602 and reference signals 604, thereby
generating a difference signal 606. The difference signal 1s
integrated to provide an integrated difference wavelorm 608,
and an error signal can be generated based on whether the
integrated difference 608 has a predetermined relationship
with an expected mtegration window 610. For example, an
error can be asserted 11 the integrated difference 608 exceeds
an upper integration threshold 612 or falls below a lower
integration threshold 614. FIG. 6 A shows normal operation
where no errors are detected, while FIG. 6B shows an
example wherein a missing pulse 616 in the I/O signal causes
the integrated difference signal 608 to fall below the lower
integration threshold 614 at time 618. Thus, in FIG. 6B an
error event signal, such as an interrupt, can be generated so the
error condition can be suitably dealt with.

FIGS. 7-8 relate to timed I/0 measurement techniques that
utilize a time window to determine whether a timed signal 1s
unacceptably shorter than expected. FIG. 7 shows a method
700 1 flowchart form, while FIG. 8 shows some sample
wavelorms consistent with FIG. 7°s methodology.

FIG. 7’s method 700 starts at 702, wherein an 1/0 signal 1s
monitored.

At 704 (FI1G. 7), the method sets a minimum time window
(e.g., T _ 1n FIG. 8), which starts at one type of edge (e.g., a
first rising or falling edge of the monitored I/O signal) and
ends at a predetermined time measured from the rising or
falling edge. The end of the minimum time window corre-
sponds to a maximum acceptable time deviation (e.g., 802,
FIG. 8) from an expected 1/O signal edge (e.g., FIG. 8, 804).
In FI1G. 8’s example, the monitoring expected I/O signal edge
1s opposite (e.g., falling) with regards to the edge indicating
the start of the time window (e.g., rising). In some instances,
the same type of edge 1s used to start the window and to
monitor the edge, and the pulse check 1s a frequency check.
Although FIG. 8 only shows one check, it will be appreciated
that a number of these checks can be carried out 1n parallel,
with the length of the high or low time or frequency covering
different faillure mechanisms.

At 706 (FIG. 7), the method 700 determines whether the
monitored signal exhibits a second rising or falling edge
during the minimum time window. If so (“YES™ at 706) an
error signal can be asserted 1n 708, otherwise monitoring can
simply continue at 702-706. Note that the second edge need
not be consecutive with the first edge, but rather can be a
predetermined number of state changes removed from the
first rising or falling edge.

As shown 1n the first portion of FIG. 8, if a second rising
edge occurs within the maximum acceptable time deviation
802, the wavelorm pulse 1s considered to be a valid pulse.
However, 1f a second rising edge occurs within the minimum
time window T_ . (1.e., outside of the maximum acceptable
time deviation 802), then an error 1s detected. In the example
of FIG. 8, the error occurs because the monitored I/O signal 1s
too short.

FIGS. 9-10 relate to timed I/O measurement techniques
that utilize a time window to determine whether a timed
signal 1s unacceptably longer than expected. FIG. 9°s method
900 starts at 902, wherein an I/0 signal 1s momtored.

At904 (FIG. 9), the method sets a maximum time window
(e.g., T __ 1n FIG. 10), which starts at a first rising or falling
edge of the monitored 1/0 signal and ends at a predetermined
time measured from the rising or falling edge. The end of the
maximum time window corresponds to a maximum accept-
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able time deviation (e.g., 1002, FIG. 10) from an expected I/O
signal edge (e.g., FIG. 10, 1004).

At 906 (FIG. 9), the method 900 determines whether the
monitored signal exhibits a second rising or falling edge
beyond the maximum time window. If so (“YES” at 906) an
error signal can be asserted 1n 908, otherwise monitoring can
simply continue at 902-906. Note that the second edge need
not be consecutive with the first edge, but rather can be a
predetermined number of state changes removed from the
first rising or falling edge.

As shown 1n the first portion of FIG. 10, if a second rising
edge occurs within the maximum acceptable time deviation
1002, the waveform pulse 1s considered to be a valid pulse.
However, 11 the second rising edge occurs after the end of the
maximum time window T_ __ (i.e., outside of the maximum
acceptable time deviation 1002), then an error 1s detected. In
the example of FIG. 10, the error occurs because the moni-
tored I/0 si1gnal 1s too long.

FIGS. 11-12 relate to a method 1100 that compare an /O

signal to a reference signal by using a time window.

At1102 (FIG. 11), an I/O signal and a reference signal are
monitored.

At 1104, the method 100 sets an acceptable time window
that starts at a first rising or falling edge of the reference signal
and which ends at a predetermined time measured from the
first rising or falling edge. The end of the time window cor-
responds to a maximum acceptable time deviation from an
expected I/0 signal.

A11106, the method determines whether the monitored I/O
signal exhibits a second rising or falling edge within the
acceptable time window. If so (“YES™ at 508), it 1s assumed
there 1s no error and momtoring continues. If not (“NO” at
508) an error signal 1s asserted.

For illustration, FIG. 12 shows a reference signal 1202 and
several different examples of an I/O signal (1204, 1206,
1208). On edges of the reference signal, time windows (e.g.,
1210, 1212) are opened. The edges of a given time window
can be spaced (e.g., equally or non-equally) about the corre-
sponding reference signal edge, and correspond to a maxi-
mum acceptable time deviation from the reference signal. In
some 1nstances (not-illustrated in FIG. 12), an edge of the
time window can be aligned to the reference signal.

The edges of the first I/O signal 1204 fall within the time
windows. Thus, signal 1204 1s assumed to be error-iree.

The first edge of the second I/O signal 1206 also falls
within time window 1210. However, the second edge of the
second I/O signal 1206 occurs belfore the start of the time
window 1212. Thus, the second edge of the second I/O si1gnal
1206 occurs too early, and an error signal can be asserted.

The first edge of the third I/0O signal 1208 again falls within
time window 1210. However, the second edge of the second
I/0 signal 1206 occurs after the start of the time window
1212. Thus, the second edge of the second I/0O signal 1206
occurs too late, and an error signal can be asserted.

Referring now to FIG. 13, one can see another example of
an I/O comparison unit 1300 Like many previously discuss
embodiments, FIG. 13’s I/O comparison unit 1300 compares
an I/O si1gnal 1302 from one of several 1/O signal generators
1304 to areference signal 1306 from one of several reference
signal generators 1308, and selectively asserts an error signal
1310 (e.g., an interrupt on a dedicated interrupt line) based on
whether the I/O signal 1302 and reference signal 1304 exhibit
a predetermined relationship. A logic analyzer 1312, 1/O
event handler 1314, and history buffer 1316 are operably
coupled as shown to facilitate this functionality.

During operation, a first input condition module 1318 (e.g.,

first glitch filter) processes the I/0 signal 1302, and a second
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input condition module 1320 (e.g., second glitch filter) pro-
cesses the reference signal 1306. The processed signals are
then examined by the logic analyzer 1312 to determine
whether the I/0 signal 1302 exhibits one or more of various
error conditions relative to the reference signal 1306. For
example, the logic analyzer 1312 can determine whether the
I/0 s1ignal 1302 has a pulse length that 1s longer or shorter than
that of the reference signal 1306 (e.g., with reference to a
pre-specified pulse length within the pulse length 1s required
to fall), or can determine whether the I/O signal 1302 has a
higher or lower frequency than that of the reference signal
1306. The logic analyzer 1312 can then output respective
error codes or error conditions (1324a,13245b, . . . ) indicative
of any errors that were detected.

The I/O event hander 1314, which includes a timestamp
counter 1322, outputs respective timestamp values 1326 at
respective times corresponding to respective error conditions.
In this way, an error code and corresponding timestamp are
provided to the history butter 1316. Thus, a timestamp for a
given error condition indicates when the error condition
occurred.

The history butier 1316 receives the error code and times-
tamp from the I/O event handler 1314, as well as timer check
values from the logic analyzer 1312. The timer check values
often provide further details corresponding to a given error
event. As a concrete example, consider a case where a maxi-
mum pulse length of the I/O s1gnal 1s required to be no longer
than 10 ms, which 1s the duration of the reference signal. At
timetl, the logic analyzer measures an I/O signal pulse length
that exceeds 10 ms. Consequently, the logical analyzer asserts
error condition 1. The I/O event handler records that error
condition 1 occurred at a time stamp value of t1. The error
condition and the corresponding time stamp are then stored 1n
the history buffer. To help elucidate the characteristics of the
particular error event, the timer check values can specity the
particular starting time and ending time of the IO pulse that
caused the error. In this way, an accurate recordation of the
error event 1s stored. The history buller can also include
suificient logic to analyze the recorded error events and selec-
tively assert the error signal 1310 1n selected 1nstances.

Although the disclosure has been shown and described

with respect to one or more implementations, equivalent
alterations and modifications will occur to others skilled 1n
the art based upon a reading and understanding of this speci-
fication and the annexed drawings. For example, although I/O
signals have been discussed 1n some examples above 1n the
context of automotive applications, 1t will be appreciate that
I/O s1gnals can relate to practically any type of signal, includ-
ing timer output signals and communication signals (e.g., SPI
lines, UART outputs, CAN lines, etc.) The disclosure
includes all such modifications and alterations and 1s limited
only by the scope of the following claims. In particular regard
to the various functions performed by the above described
components (e.g., elements and/or resources), the terms used
to describe such components are intended to correspond,
unless otherwise indicated, to any component which per-
forms the specified function of the described component (e.g.,
that 1s functionally equivalent), even though not structurally
equivalent to the disclosed structure which performs the func-
tion 1n the herein illustrated exemplary implementations of
the disclosure. In addition, while a particular feature of the
disclosure may have been disclosed with respect to only one
of several implementations, such feature may be combined
with one or more other features of the other implementations
as may be desired and advantageous for any given or particu-
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lar application. In addition, the articles “a” and “an” as used 1n
this application and the appended claims are to be construed
to mean “‘one or more”.

Furthermore, to the extent that the terms “includes™, “hav-
g, “has”, “with”, or variants thereof are used in either the
detailed description or the claims, such terms are intended to

be inclusive in a manner similar to the term “comprising.”

What 1s claimed 1s:

1. A processing system, comprising:

a memory unit to store a plurality of operating instructions;

a processing unit coupled to the memory unmit, wherein the
processing unit 1s adapted to execute logical operations
corresponding to respective operating instructions;

an input/output (I/0O) interface to recerve a first time-vary-
ing wavetorm and to provide an I/O signal that 1s based
on the first time-varying waveform;

a comparison unit coupled to the processing unit and
adapted to selectively assert an error signal based on
whether the 1/0 signal has a predetermined relationship
with a reference signal, wherein the predetermined rela-
tionship holds true during normal operation but fails to
hold true when an unexpected event occurs and causes
an unexpected change in at least one of the I/O signal and
reference signal; and

an interrupt line operably coupled to the comparison unit
and operable to carry an interrupt request that 1s based on
the error signal, wherein in the absence of an unexpected
event, the comparison unit encounters multiple consecu-
tive edges of the first time-varying wavetform without
asserting the interrupt request.

2. The processing system of claim 1, wherein the memory
unit, processing unit, and comparison unit are all disposed on
a single integrated circuit (1C).

3. The processing system of claim 2, wherein the first
time-varying wavelorm 1s received on a first external pin of
the IC, the first external pin being coupled to a first signal
generator that 1s external to the IC.

4. The processing system of claim 2, wherein the IC further
COmMprises:

a reference block adapted to generate a second time-vary-

ing wavetform on which the reference signal 1s based.

5. The processing system of claim 1, wherein the compari-
son unit provides the error signal to the processing unit as an
interrupt request via the mterrupt line.

6. The processing system of claim 1, wherein the interrupt
line 1s coupled to an external pin of the IC, thereby allowing
an external circuit block to monitor the external pin to deter-
mine whether the error signal 1s asserted even 11 the process-
ing unit 1s busy or unavailable to process the error signal.

7. The processing system of claim 1, further comprising:

a second I/O interface to receive a second time-varying
wavetorm on which the reference signal 1s based,

wherein the second time-varying waveform 1s generated by
a second signal generator.

8. The processing system of claim 1, further comprising:

a history buifer to store a plurality of comparison results
indicating whether a plurality of respective comparisons
between the I/O signal and the reference signal exhibit
the predetermined relationship.

9. The processing system of claim 8, further comprising:

analysis circuitry to analyze the comparison results within
a given time interval or within a given number of com-
parisons, and to selectively assert the error signal based
on analysis of the comparison results.

10. The processing system of claim 1, wherein the com-

parison unit comprises:

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

10

analysis circuitry to selectively determine whether the I/O
signal and the reference signal exhibit the predetermined
relationship by setting a time window measured from an
edge of the reference signal, and determining whether
the I/0 signal has a corresponding edge within the time
window.

11. A processing system, comprising:

a memory unit to store a plurality of operating instructions;

a processing unit coupled to the memory unit, wherein the
processing unit 1s adapted to execute logical operations
corresponding to respective operating instructions;

an 1iput/output (I/0) interface to recerve a first time-vary-
ing waveform and to provide an I/O signal that 1s based
on the first time-varying waveform;

a comparison unit coupled to the processing unit and
adapted to selectively assert an error signal based on
whether the I/0 signal has a predetermined relationship
with a reference signal, wherein the predetermined rela-
tionship holds true during normal operation but fails to
hold true when an unexpected event occurs and causes
an unexpected change 1n at least one of the I/O signal and
reference signal;

wherein the comparison unit comprises analysis circuitry
to set a time window that starts at a rising or falling edge
of the reference signal and which ends at a predeter-
mined time measured from the rising or falling edge,
wherein the analysis circuitry selectively asserts the
error signal based on whether the 1/0 signal changes 1ts
state 1n a predetermined manner with respect to the time
window; and

wherein the error signal 1s selectively asserted based on
whether at least one of a predetermined number of state
changes for the I/O signal occurs beyond the end of the
time window.

12. A processing system, comprising:

a memory unit to store a plurality of operating instructions;

a processing unit coupled to the memory unit, wherein the
processing unit 1s adapted to execute logical operations
corresponding to respective operating instructions;

an input/output (I/0) interface to recerve a first time-vary-
ing waveform and to provide an I/O signal that 1s based
on the first time-varying waveform;

a comparison unit coupled to the processing unit and
adapted to selectively assert an error signal based on
whether the 1/0 signal has a predetermined relationship
with a reference signal, wherein the predetermined rela-
tionship holds true during normal operation but fails to
hold true when an unexpected event occurs and causes
an unexpected change 1n at least one of the I/O signal and
reference signal; and

wherein the comparison unit comprises analysis circuitry
to selectively determine whether the I/O signal and the
reference signal exhibit the predetermined relationship
by integrating a difference between a current or voltage
level of the I/0O signal and a current or voltage level of the
reference signal, and monitoring whether the integrated
difference falls within an expected window that 1s bound
by upper and lower integration thresholds.

13. The processing system of claim 12, wherein the analy-
s1s circuitry asserts the error signal if the integrated difference
exceeds the upper integration threshold or falls below the
lower integration threshold.

14. A processing system, comprising:

a memory unit to store a plurality of operating instructions;

a processing unit coupled to the memory unit, wherein the
processing unit 1s adapted to execute logical operations
corresponding to respective operating instructions;
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an mput/output (I/0O) itertace to recerve a first time-vary-
ing waveform and to provide an I/O signal that 1s based
on the first time-varying waveform;

a comparison unit coupled to the processing unit and
adapted to selectively assert an error signal based on
whether the 1/0 signal has a predetermined relationship
with a reference signal, wherein the predetermined rela-
tionship holds true during normal operation but fails to
hold true when an unexpected event occurs and causes
an unexpected change 1n at least one of the I/O signal and
reference signal;

wherein the comparison unit comprises a logic analyzer to
compare the I/O signal and the reference signal and to
selectively output at least one of a plurality of error
conditions based on the comparison; and

an I/0 event handler to receive the at least one error con-
dition and to associate a timestamp with the at least one
error condition.

15. The processing system of claim 14, further comprising:

a history buller to store the at least one error condition
along with the timestamp.

16. The processing system of claim 15, wherein the logic
analyzer provides data values that triggered the at least one
error condition, and wherein the data values are stored in the
history butfer along with the at least one error condition and
the timestamp.

17. A processing system, comprising:

a first signal generator to provide a first time-varying wave-

form to or from an automotive load;

a second signal generator to provide a reference signal,
wherein the reference signal 1s independent of the first
time-varying wavelorm but 1s expected to correspond to
the first-time varying waveform as provided to or from
the automotive load; and

an I/O comparison unit to receive the reference signal and
to recerve an 1/0 signal which corresponds to the first
time-varying waveform as actually recerved at the load,
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wherein the I/O comparison unit 1s configured to selec-
tively assert an error signal based on whether the 1/O
signal has a predetermined relationship with the refer-
ence signal, wherein the predetermined relationship
holds true during normal operation but fails to hold true
when an unexpected event occurs and causes an unex-
pected change 1n at least one of the I/0 signal and ref-
erence signal.

18. The processing system of claim 17, wherein the /O

comparison unit comprises:

analysis circuitry to selectively determine whether the 1/0O
signal and the reference signal exhibit the predetermined
relationship by integrating a difference between a cur-
rent or voltage level of the I/O signal and a current or
voltage level of the reference signal, and monitoring
whether the mtegrated difference falls within an
expected window that 1s bound by upper and lower inte-
gration thresholds.

19. The processing system of claim 17, further comprising;:

an 1nterrupt line operably coupled to the I/O comparison
unit and operable to carry an interrupt request that 1s
based on the error signal.

20. The processing system of claim 19, wherein in the

absence of an unexpected event, the I/O comparison unit
encounters multiple consecutive edges of the first time-vary-
ing wavelform without asserting the iterrupt request.

21. The processing system of claim 17, wherein the com-

parison unit comprises:

a logic analyzer to compare the I/O s1gnal and the reference
signal and selectively output at least one of a plurality of
error conditions based on the comparison.

22. The processing system of claim 21, further comprising:

an I/O event handler to receive the at least one error con-
dition and to associate a timestamp with the at least one
error condition.
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